IN THE UNITED STATES PATENT AND TRADEMARK OFFICE 
APPLICATION FOR LETTERS PATENT 



FOOD MENU PROVIDING SYSTEM 



INVENTOR 
MASAO NISHINA 



ATTORNEY'S DOCKET NO. IS1 0-002 



FOOD MENU PROVIDING SYSTEM 



RELATED APPLICATIONS 
[0001] This application relates to and claims priority 
to corresponding Japanese Patent Application No. 2000- 
265259 filed on September 1, 2000. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
[0002] Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to a food menu provid- 
ing system for providing a user with a food menu applica- 
ble for a predetermined period, and more particularly to a 
food menu providing system which enables the user to use 
up food materials by providing a food material list of 
food materials necessary for the food menu for the prede- 
termined period. Also, the present invention relates to a 
food menu providing system which enables the provision of 
other food menus in accordance with user's taste, or by 
using leftover food material data. 
[0003] Description of the Related Art 

Since it is troublesome to think of a food menu for 
dinner everyday, many homemakers, 60%, do not wish to 
bother to think of the food menu (this being a result of a 
questionnaire to about 520 women from 20 to 69 years old 
reported in Yomiuri news letter on September 22, 1998). 
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Also, when a homemaker goes to a supermarket with the food 
menu having not been decided, the time is wasted by walk- 
ing around in the supermarket. Such a situation quite of- 
ten occurs (according to the above Yomiuri news letter) . 
For overcoming such trouble even to a small extent, cook- 
ing recipes written with various meals or cooking methods 
therefor exist. These cooking recipes are provided by such 
printed matters as books. Generally, the homemaker decides 
a food menu for dinner from the cooking recipe books. Then, 
the homemaker purchases food materials used by the meals 
in accordance with the cooking recipes. Also, in recent 
years, there are recording media such as CD-ROMs for pro- 
viding the cooking recipe, which is made as electronic 
data, on a personal computer with the development of per- 
sonal computers. Further, for saving time, there are ca- 
tering services in which meals for dinner are delivered. 
[0004] In the case where the food materials are pur- 

chased after the meals are decided from the cooking recipe 
books, some food materials unavoidably remain. This is 
because the food materials are usually sold in a "pack" at 
a market such as a supermarket, the homemaker cannot help 
purchasing the food material with a quantity over that of 
the food material written on the cooking recipe. For 
avoiding generating such waste food materials, there are 
publications such as Japanese Utility Model Application 
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Kokoku Publication Nos . Hei 7-46548 and Hei 7-46549 or 
there is an application such as Japanese Patent Applica- 
tion No. Hei 11- 329393, all are filed by the same inven- 
tor as in the present application. These are intended to 
consume food materials effectively by using a shopping 
list written with a food menu for one week, names or quan- 
tities of food materials therefor, etc. 

[0005] However, the more the kinds of meals are pro- 
vided, the more the food menus may become interested in, 
but in the case where the food menus are provided in the 
paper base, printing costs become enormous, so that it is 
difficult to provide the cooking recipe books to satisfy 
all users. Further, since the cooking recipes recorded on 
the recording media such as CD-ROMs cannot be updated gen- 
erally, it is impossible to provide a prompt food menu 
such as the latest popular food menu, and a food menu us- 
ing the latest popular food materials. Also, in the cater- 
ing services, there is a problem in disposing of a wrap- 
ping material such as a wrapping box. 

[0006] Also, since each of the above Japanese Utility 
Model Application Kokoku Publication Nos. Hei 7-46548 and 
Hei 7-46549 and Japanese Patent Application No. Hei 11- 
329393 provides cooking recipes and food material lists on 
a paper base, these cannot comply with demands from users 
such as a changing of a food menu, and a providing of a 
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food menu for using leftover food materials which were 
purchased in excess. That is, these are not interactive 
systems. Therefore, it is realistically impossible to 
provide food menus adapting to individual user's needs 
(avoiding of allergic food, etc.) or user's tastes. It is 
also impossible to change a part of meals to other meal 
within the food menus provided for one week. Thus, even if 
the food materials are purchased in accordance with the 
shopping list, when other meals are made, the food 
materials are left over. Therefore, since the user has to 
follow the provided food menu, the conventional system is 
inconvenient. Further ■, occasionally, the number of persons 
who eat may decrease, or there are persons who eat out. In 
such a case, not all the food materials are used so that 
the homemaker is bothered as to how to cook the leftover 
food materials effectively. 

[0007] In view of the above circumstances, the present 

invention relates to a food menu providing system in which 
it is possible to freely change the food menu at the user 
side so as to reduce leftover foods, and to further pro- 
vide a food menu of a new meal as it becomes available. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
[0008] An object of the present invention, therefore, 
is to overcome the problems existing in the prior art, and 
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to provide a food menu providing system provided on a 
communication network for providing a user with food menus 
to be used for a predetermined period, the system being 
characterized in that: the food menu providing system 
provides to the user through the communication network the 
following: food menus applicable for the predetermined 
period; a cooking recipe for each of the food menus; and a 
food material list having food material data such as 
quantity of all food materials necessary to the food menus 
applicable for the predetermined period. 
[0009] The food material list may comprise a shopping 
list for use by the user to purchase at one time the food 
materials necessary to the food menus applicable for the 
predetermined period. 

[0010] The shopping list may be transmitted to a port- 
able terminal unit supporting the e-mail. 
[0011] The food material list may further be provided 
to a shop which sells the food materials, and the food 
materials necessary to the food menus applicable for the 
predetermined period may be collected in advance at the 
shop, and the collected food materials are provided to the 
user . 

[0012] The food materials listed on the food material 
list may further be delivered to the user in one lot. 
[0013] Other food menus may also be provided instead of 
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the provided food menus in accordance with a request of 
the user based on the food materials necessary to the food 
menus applicable for the predetermined period. 

[0014] If a part of the food materials is left, food 
menus which use the leftover food materials are further 
provided based on data of the leftover food materials. 

[0015] The food menu providing system may provide food 

menus which satisfy conditions designated by the user. 

[0016] The cooking recipe may include at least any one 

of still image data, movie image data and voice data. 

[0017] The predetermined period may be one week, for 

example . 

[0018] According to the invention, because the food 
menu for a predetermined period, for example, one week, is 
provided through communication network, it is possible to 
adapt immediately to the up-to-date meals. Also, since the 
shopping list which can be used for purchasing at one time 
is provided, it is possible to make a purchasing without a 
waste. On the other hand, by delivering the food materials 
collectively to the user, it is further possible to save 
the time otherwise necessary. Also, if the food materials 
are left, the other menu is provided in accordance with 
the food material data of leftover food materials, so that 
it is possible to effectively consume the food materials 
without a further waste. 
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[0019] Further, according to the invention, since it is 

possible to change or modify the food menu at any time 
irrespective of before and after the purchasing of the 
food materials collectively at one time, the system ac- 
cording to the invention can provide extremely high free- 
dom in which the food menu may be changed based on the 
leftover food materials after the purchasing of the food 
materials at one time, and may previously be changed be- 
fore the purchasing of the food materials at one time. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0020] The above and other objects, features and advan- 
tages of the present invention will be apparent from the 
following description of a preferred embodiment of the 
invention explained with reference to the accompanying 
drawings, in which: 

Fig. 1 is a schematic block diagram showing a food 
menu providing system according to the invention; and 

Fig. 2 is a flow chart for explaining the flow of the 
food menu providing system according to the invention. 

PREFERRED EMBODIMENT OF THE INVENTION 
[0021] Now, an embodiment according to the invention is 
explained with reference to the drawings. 
[0022] A schematic block diagram illustrating a food 
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menu providing system according to the invention is shown 
in Fig. 1. As shown, the food menu providing system of the 
instant invention is one in which a user 1 of this system 
requests food menus to the food menu providing system 2 
through a communication network such as a typical example 
of the Internet and, in accordance with this request, the 
food menu providing system provides the food menus, cook- 
ing recipes and food material lists applicable for a pre- 
determined period, e.g., one week to the user 1 through 
the Internet. Specifically, the food menu providing system 
2 is, for example, a food menu providing site operated on 
a server built on the communication network, and the user 
1 accesses to the food menu providing site by using an 
HTML browser, etc. operated on a personal computer of the 
user. On the food menu providing site, the user can set 
predetermined conditions such as food materials to be re- 
moved for food allergy, the number of persons to be served, 
and a period for providing the food menu. Also, the food 
menus to be provided may be one in which special food 
menus for one having meal limitation because of diabetes 
or high blood pressure or for a diet, as well as general 
food menus for general family may be provided. On deciding 
the food menus, it is desired that the same menu be not 
provided frequently. Also it is desired that data of all 
the food materials used in the provided food menus appli- 
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cable for a predetermined period be collectively included 
on the food material list transmitted to the user 1 so as 
to be used by the user 1 for purchasing at one time at the 
supermarket. Further, as shown with the dotted line in Fig. 
1, it is also possible to deliver the food materials them- 
selves . 

[0023] Next, the food menu providing system according 

to the invention is explained in more detail with refer- 
ence to a flow chart of Fig. 2 for explaining the flow of 
the food menu providing system. First, the user 1 accesses 
to the food menu providing system 2, and requests the food 
menus applicable for a predetermined period (step 201) . On 
requesting, it is possible to set the above-described 
various conditions. 

[0024] When the food menu is requested, the food menu 

providing system 2 provides daily food menus applicable 
for the predetermined period, a cooking recipe for each 
food menu, and food material data including quantity, etc. 
of all food materials necessary to the food menus applica- 
ble for the predetermined period, to the user 1 through 
the communication network (step 202) . Specifically, these 
data are displayed on the display screen of the personal 
computer of the user 1 in a form displayable by the HTML 
browser, etc. The user 1 can also download these data to 
the personal computer and use these data by offline. Fur- 
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ther, each data may be transmitted by the e-mail, of 
course. Since the cooking recipe can be displayed together 
with still images or movie images, the cooking method, etc. 
can easily be understood. Here, it is possible to inform 
the user 1 of cooking hours, cooking methods, etc. by a 
voice or a sound. That is, kinds or quantity of seasoning, 
how to cook, how long, which plan, which food materials, 
etc. are guided by the voice, and after the passing of a 
predetermined grilled time, simmered time, etc., a stop 
sign is made. By doing so, it is not necessary to always 
watch the display screen by being guided through the voice 
in accordance with the real cooking time, so that even if 
other cooking or other housework is conducted in parallel, 
the meal is not burnt or boiled excessively. 
[0025] Based on the provided food material list, the 
user 1 purchases the food materials at a supermarket, etc. 
When the predetermined period is a period of about one 
week, all the food materials can be purchased at one time. 
However, when the food menus are provided for a long pe- 
riod of about one month, it is desirable to provide food 
material lists with the listing being divided into several 
times. By purchasing the food materials to be used for the 
predetermined period at one time, the food materials can 
effectively be consumed and it is possible to prevent the 
food materials from wastefully being left over. When the 
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user desires to take the food material list to the super- 
market, the food material list may be printed out and 
taken to the supermarket. However, for example, when the 
food material list is provided from the food material pro- 
viding system 2, the food material list is transmitted to 
a portable terminal unit, etc. supporting the e-mail of 
the user. By doing so, it is possible to easily confirm 
the shopping list at the supermarket without going to the 
trouble to print out. 

[002 6] Here, by receiving cooperation from a shop sell- 
ing the food materials such as a supermarket, it is possi- 
ble to save the time for purchasing. That is, simultane- 
ously with the transmitting of the food material list to 
the user 1, the same food material list is transmitted to 
the shop in cooperation. Since a name, etc. of the each 
user 1 is included in the food material list transmitted 
to the shop, it is possible to identify each user. At the 
shop, food materials which are used by the food menus ap- 
plicable for a predetermined period are collected in one 
lot in advance. Then, the user 1 goes to the shop, and the 
shopping is finished only by purchasing the prepared col- 
lected food materials. By doing so, since the user 1 one- 
self does not need to purchase the food materials written 
in the food material list by walking around in the shop, 
it is possible to greatly reduce the time for purchasing 
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correctively. In this case, the advantage in which the 
waste stocks can be reduced is also gained at the shop. As 
explained above, it is possible for the food materials 
themselves to be delivered collectively to the user 1. 
[0027] Next, there can be a case where the user 1 de- 
sires to change the provided food menu when, for example, 
the user wants to change a part of the food menus to the 
Chinese food because the Japanese foods have continued, or 
the food menu for a predetermined day is not necessary 
because the day is for eating out (step 203) . When the 
change of the food menu is necessary, the user 1 requests 
to change the food menu to the food menu providing system 
2 (step 204) . Specifically, for example, when the food 
menu to be changed is designated by the user 1, the food 
menu providing system 2 decides other food menu from the 
food material data planned to be used by the food menu to 
be changed. In this case, it is desirable that the user 1 
can designate various conditions, for example, styles such 
as Japanese food, Western food and Chinese food, or kinds 
such as meat and fish. Then, the food menu providing sys- 
tem 2 provides the food menu which is decided instead of 
the provided food menu, the cooking recipe of this food 
menu, and the food material list if there are any food 
materials to be additionally purchased (step 205) . If 
there are many food menus to be changed, the change can be 
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requested with respect to each of the many food menus, of 
course. Also, if the user 1 further desires to change the 
renewed food menu, it goes without saying that it is pos- 
sible to request the change of the food menu again. Fur- 
ther, in the case where the number of persons to be served 
decreases, it is possible to provide the cooking recipe in 
which the quantities, etc. of the food materials are 
changed, without changing the provided food menu by making 
the change request to the food menu providing system again. 
The change may be requested after the purchasing of the 
food materials based on the food material list as well as 
before the purchasing of the food materials. The reason 
that the food menu can be changed after the purchasing of 
the food materials is that the food menu can be provided 
from the food material data as explained hereunder. There- 
fore, even if the food menu is changed, the food materials 
are not wasted. 

[0028] Though the food materials are purchased at one 
time based on the food material list provided as above, 
and though the meal is made based on the cooking recipe in 
accordance with the provided food menu, the food materials 
are purchased with excess quantity because the food mate- 
rials are sold in a "pack", so that the food materials 
could not help being left. Also, though it was planned at 
the beginning that the dinner would be taken by all family 
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for a week, in the case where, for example, the persons 
who eat the meal in a decreased number because of an unex- 
pected business, or the family's unexpected eating out, 
the food materials may be left. In the case where the food 
materials are left (step 206), the user 1 provides to the 
food menu providing system 2 the food material data in- 
cluding the names and quantities of the leftover food ma- 
terials (step 207) . Of course, food material data of vari- 
ous food materials such as food materials which are not 
included in the food material list provided in advance, 
for example, a food materials received as a gift, favorite 
foods, or food materials sold as bargain sale, can be pro- 
vided to the system 2. By doing so, it is possible to ef- 
fectively consume the leftover food materials in the re- 
frigerator in addition to the food materials purchased at 
one time by utilizing the present system. 
[0029] The food menu providing system 2 further pro- 
vides food menus and cooking recipes which use the food 
materials based on the provided food material data (step 
208) . Here, in the provided food material data, regarding 
the food material in which the quantity is inputted, it is 
desirable that the food menu which can be cooked by using 
the food material within the quantity with the inputted 
quantity taken into consideration is searched (retrieved) . 
However, it is not limited to this inputted quantity, and 
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when there are food materials which should additionally be 
purchased, the food material list including these addi- 
tional food materials is provided. In the case where the 
food material data are provided to the food menu providing 
system, it is possible to use the technology of "COOKING 
RECIPE PROVIDING SYSTEM AND COMPUTER READABLE RECORDING 
MEDIUM WITH COOKING RECIPE PROVIDING PROGRAM" of the Japa- 
nese Patent Application No. 2000-2427 97 filed by the same 
inventor as the present application. Also, in the case 
where the food menu providing system according to the in- 
vention is continuously used, the food menus provided at 
the step 2 08 can be incorporated into food menus for the 
next predetermined period, for example, the next week. 
[0030] For example, in the case where the user desires 

to eat meals using food materials which are not suitable 
for purchasing at one time, e.g., raw food materials such 
as fresh slices of raw fish, the food materials may be 
purchased on the day they are eaten. In this case, the 
change of the food menus may be requested. 

[0031] As has been described in the foregoing, accord- 
ing to the food menu providing system of the instant in- 
vention, by providing food menus applicable for a prede- 
termined period together with cooking recipes and a shop- 
ping list for purchasing at one time, it is possible to 
effectively consume the food materials. Also, the food 
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menu can optionally be changed by the user side, and the 
food menus of new meals can promptly be provided. Since 
the food menus are not only provided, but can also option- 
ally be changed by the user side, the users do not lose 
interest therein. Even if another meal with the provided 
food menus is cooked, it can be made out the food menu 
again so as not to leave the food materials purchased at 
one time, so that the food materials can effectively be 
consumed without becoming spoiled with the leftover food 
materials. Further, the food menu provided by the food 
menu providing system 2 is of the electrical data, so that 
it can easily be renewed at all times. Therefore, the food 
menu providing system can promptly deal with, for example, 
a popular meal or a meal which is introduced by a cooking 
program on the television. 

[0032] Further, according to the food menu providing 

system of the instant invention, since the time for con- 
sidering the food menu is almost nil, a burden of house- 
work to, for example, a woman of a two-earner family in- 
creasing in recent years is greatly reduced, which burden 
is physical or mental burden, or burden of time. Also, 
because the shopping list is provided for purchasing at 
one time, and the materials to be purchased are decided in 
advance, the time for shopping can be considerably short- 
ened. Therefore, it is possible to make good use of the 
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saved time for realizing an enjoyable life. 
[0033] While the invention has been described in its 
preferred embodiment, it is to be understood that the 
words which have been used are words of description rather 
than limitation and that changes within the purview of the 
appended claims may be made without departing from the 
true scope of the invention as defined by the claims. 



- 17 - 



